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INTRODUCTION
When Tom Clancy’s wife of nearly sixty years, Libya, died unexpectedly in March 2018,
everything in Clancy’s life came to an abrupt halt. While grieving, with his family’s support, he
took this moment as an opportunity to reflect, gather his thoughts on his art practice, and
organize his archive. As a family friend, I volunteered to help him with the project. Beginning in
May 2018 and continuing until October 2021 (with a gap during the pandemic between March
2020 and September 2021), I sat with Clancy (b. 1933) in his Tribeca loft on Leonard Street each
Wednesday morning for two hours discussing his work. Over the course of thirty conversations, I
examined Clancy’s archive, which consists of the artist’s photographs, résumés, exhibition
announcements, exhibition catalogues, press releases, newspaper clippings, unpublished articles,
grant applications, lecture notes and slides, course descriptions, letters of recommendation, and,
separate from the materials in the archive, a website from the early 2000s that contains digitized
photographs of Clancy’s paintings and sculptural works with accompanying descriptive texts.
For each sculptural work, Clancy took his own photographs, ranging from twenty to sixty shots,
documenting the installation and final presentation of the work. Most of the photographs are in
slide format but some have been printed and digitized to share on the artist’s website. I recorded
all the conversations, during which he provided insight on the context and intention behind each
work, and decided to turn this project of collecting conversations and reviewing his archive into
my thesis. These conversations with Clancy, who is in his eighties, offered a comprehensive
recollection and thinking about his life and his work. Most of the information about Clancy’s
work that is included in this thesis has been sourced from the artist’s archive.
While Clancy led an active career as an artist and a teacher, little has been written about
his body of work. Perhaps, most notably, Clancy’s work Memoriam (1980), which was installed
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in the central mall of Pratt Institute in New York, was featured in the celebrated art historian
Dore Ashton’s American Art since 1945, published in 1982. In her book, which provides a
survey of post–World War II American painting and sculpture, Ashton recognizes Clancy as an
artist whose work can be classified as “site sculpture.”1 She discusses artists who utilized open
spaces in lower Manhattan, including New York’s Battery Park, an island in the East River, and
the landscaped estate that is the Nassau County Museum of Art. Clancy’s work was presented in
several of these spaces, and is discussed in relationship to Jackie Ferrara’s pyramidal wood
installations and Alice Aycock’s elaborate wood constructions.2 In Ashton’s discussion of this
type of “site sculpture,” she suggests that “the exigencies of temporary installations in the
outdoors inspired the use of temporary materials.”3 Clancy worked in this mode. He, for
instance, once used blocks of ice, which created sculptural patterns as they melted, and on other
occasions assembled plumbing pipes or slatted wood to create art.4 By using Ashton’s book, and
other sources, including published and unpublished reviews of his exhibitions and sculpture
competitions, as well as catalogue essays on sculpture, I contextualize Clancy’s sculpture,
emphasizing the reasons his work should be considered within the downtown New York art
scene.
The thesis discusses two types of sculptural works by Clancy. Chapter one addresses
indoor works installed at 55 Mercer, the artists’ cooperative gallery of which Clancy was a
member for five years, in downtown Manhattan. Some of the artist’s most documented
sculptures, such as Land (1979), Leaves (1980), and Place (1980), were installed as solo
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exhibitions at the gallery. Though not technically site specific, these works responded to the
space and environment in which they were shown and set up a sense of place within the gallery.
Chapter two addresses Clancy’s outdoor works and competitions, which occupied a
significant portion of the artist’s larger body of work. Between 1969 and 1987, Clancy
completed seven outdoor installations, including Target (1969) at Pitzer College in Claremont,
California; Backyard (1972) at the Maryland Institute of Contemporary Art in Baltimore; Winter
(1979) at the Hudson River Museum in Yonkers, New York; Ever (1979) at Wards Island in
New York; Memoriam (1980) at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, New York; Monarch (1986) at
Artpark in Lewiston, New York; and Sparrow (1987) at Socrates Sculpture Park in Queens, New
York. In addition, Clancy created three proposals and models for outdoor works that were not
executed—Riverside (1974) for Columbus Park in Yonkers, New York; Blossom (1994) for the
Hakone Museum in Japan; and most recently, Indigo (2020) for a New York City park. Winter,
Monarch, and Sparrow are the focus of this chapter.
Chapter three provides the historical context for the 1960s–80s during which Clancy was
most active in New York City. While Clancy did not align himself with contemporaries and was
absorbed in his family life, the site-specificity and types of materials he used in his sculptures
nonetheless share aspects of minimalism, postminimalism, process art, and land art. Living
downtown in an area that was populated by artists, he became acquainted with Ronald Bladen,
Melvin Edwards, Eva Hesse and Tom Doyle (who were married at the time), Gordon MattaClark, and Ursula Von Rydingsvard. Clancy’s work as a teacher is also addressed in chapter
three. Between 1965 and 1980, Clancy taught at several New York art schools. Through his
teaching, he guided his students by sharing his philosophy about his art practice and exposing
them to the downtown art scene.
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Made mostly in New York between 1960 and 1996, Clancy’s body of sculptural work is
composed of simple materials, including concrete and steel, which are often used in architectural
construction. While the architectural reference is important, he has engineered his sculptural
works so that they subvert the assumed roles of the material. For example, concrete is laid like a
sheet, newspaper forms a solid plane, and steel cables are suspended vertically in space. The
sculptures were not monumental in appearance, but their large scale created a sense of place.
Clancy made sculptures throughout his career that also convey an active, dynamic notion
of time. In these works, he was more concerned with conveying the temporary and fleeting
nature of materials and sites rather than their permanence and longevity. He designed and
conceptualized his works with the sense of the inevitable degradation and transformation of
materials in mind. In his indoor sculptures, the overall appearance of the sculptures looks as if
they are discarded fragments of architectural structures. In Leaves, he incorporates newspaper, a
material that marks time but has no longevity. Similarly, Clancy’s outdoor installations made
between 1969 and 1987 connect to an interest in the progression of time through their setting in
nature. The entropic quality of his outdoor works, highlighted by the inclusion of ice in Sparrow
and oil in Winter, allowed Clancy to successfully set the sculpture into a continuum with nature.
These sculptural works were composed with materials that reacted to the environment causing
the work to change forms over time. In many cases, his works evoke fragments of land or earth
that existed, exists, or will exist in the past, present, and future.
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CHAPTER 1: 55 Mercer and Indoor Sculptures
Born in 1933 in Brooklyn, New York, to parents of Irish decent, Clancy was most active as an
artist in New York between 1960 and 1996. He grew up in Bay Ridge with an older brother and
sister. Numerous events, including losing several members of his family in his early life, may
have influenced Clancy’s sense of the fragility of time. In 1943, his mother died of cancer, and
the following year his sister died of the same. In 1962, his father died from heart failure, and his
brother died in 1963 in a tragic plane crash. In 1964, his stepmother committed suicide.5 Clancy
was thus mainly brought up by his aunts.6
Clancy went to an all-boys school in South Brooklyn, and later attended Brooklyn
College; the Art Students League from June 1951 through February 1952; and Cooper Union,
from September 1951 through February 1952.7 At the age of seventeen, Clancy participated in
the thirty-seventh annual Greenwich Village Outdoor Art Show in New York. The exhibition
was presented around Washington Square Park and featured paintings and photographs by artists
of all ages.8 Clancy contributed a painting, which marked the first time the artist’s work was
exhibited publicly.
During the Korean War, Clancy served four years in the United States Air Force Strategic
Air Command. In 1955, he attended intelligence school and worked as an intelligence officer,
and recalls that he became aware of the large number of American planes that secretly carried
atomic bombs all over the world in preparation for a war with the Soviet Union during this time.9
His experiences working in a top-secret area in South Dakota and later at Westover Air Force
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Tom Clancy, Letter to Jack [last name unknown], July 27, 1969, Clancy’s archive, Tribeca, New York.
Tom Clancy, in conversation with the author, in the artist’s loft in Tribeca, September 23, 2021.
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Tribeca, New York.
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Base in Massachusetts contributed to his sense of temporality in his art practice. He was
impacted by the understanding that, at a push of a button, life as we know it could end on earth.10
Clancy often spoke of small, incidental moments that foreshadowed cataclysmic events.
This realization of the importance of all factors—even the minor details—in the patterns of life is
reflected by his attention to every detail in his work. He associates these details with
mathematical equations, stating, “In making the pieces, I often think of it like equations, where
there are various factors which are related to one another like phrases in a poem.” 11 His
consideration of all factors, materiality, time, and place, is the framework of his art practice.
While serving in the Air Force from 1952 to 1956,12 Clancy continued to make art,
mainly paintings, in his room (Fig. 1). He had attended art school from 1951 to 1952 in New
York at the Art Students League and Cooper Union, where he studied painting and architecture,
but his academic pursuits were split up by his time in the Air Force. He was not permitted to drill
many holes into the wall in his room at the air-force base, so he constructed a frame, already
demonstrating his interest in inventive engineering solutions, that was hung on two screws and
allowed him to pin up and view multiple works at once.13 In April 1955, while he was stationed
at Rapid City (now Ellsworth Airforce Base) in South Dakota, Clancy had his first solo
exhibition at Little Art Gallery in Spearfish, South Dakota. The same year he competed in and
won an air-force judo competition at Westover Air Force Base in Massachusetts.14 In January
1956, he presented a solo show at the Westover Air Force Base. The following month he had
another solo show at Graphic Arts Gallery in Springfield, Massachusetts.15 While all the galleries
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were relatively small, they provided an opportunity for Clancy to present his paintings and
ceramic works from his time in the air force.
After serving in the Air Force, Clancy returned to New York. Clancy was trained in
construction with his cousin who had been a Marine, and was admitted as a Journeyman to the
Carpenters Union in 1956. He supported himself by working high-rise form construction, which
involved assisting in building structural foundations for buildings and moving and maneuvering
materials such as wood and steel. He recalls that, at this time in his life, he was involved with the
basic framing for an addition to the New York Presbyterian Hospital on Seventieth Street in
Manhattan.16 During this period, he attended Pratt Institute in Brooklyn from September 1956 to
June 1957. He moved to Mexico City in 1957, where he pursued his Bachelor of Fine Arts
degree at Mexico City College under the G.I. Bill, earning it in 1959. While he was in Mexico
City, he met his future wife, Libya Gonzalez, who was teaching a Spanish course at the college.
Within four months Clancy had proposed to Libya and they had married in Paris. In 1960, before
returning to New York, they hitchhiked around Europe. The same year, their daughter Cathleen
Clancy was born in New York while they were renting an apartment Clinton Hill in Brooklyn for
thirty-five dollars a month.17
In 1962, Clancy was admitted to the Teamsters’ Union and worked as truck driver and
mover.18 At that time, Clancy and his wife were living in an apartment at 710 East Sixth Street19
in Manhattan and then, in 1966 when their son was born,20 they moved from the East Village to
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Tom Clancy, in conversation with the author, in the artist’s loft in Tribeca, October 22, 2021.
Ibid.
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Tom Clancy, Résumé, [1980], Clancy’s archive, Tribeca, New York.
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New York.
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44 Lispenard Street21 in Tribeca where they raised their two children, Cathleen and Tom Clancy.
While this thesis does not discuss in depth Clancy’s personal and family life, it is important to
note that he was successfully able to integrate his family and travel into his life as an artist. His
family was involved in his art practice, often participating in the fabrication and installation
phases of projects.22 Other artists lived in the Tribeca area at the time, including Melvin Edwards
who was their neighbor and whose daughter became friends with Cathleen on the bus to school.23
Between 1966 and 1980, Clancy held multiple teaching positions at various art schools
on the East Coast. He was an instructor at the School of Visual Arts in New York February 1966
through June 1971. In September 1971, Clancy was appointed Sculptor-in-Residence at Rinehart
Post-Graduate School of Sculpture at the Maryland Institute College of Art in Baltimore, where
he taught the graduate program in sculpture. Between 1972 and 1974 and again from January
1975 through May 1980, he was an instructor at the Ridgewood School of Art in New Jersey and
also, between September 1974 and January 1975, taught as an assistant professor of painting and
sculpture at Columbia University.24 Over the duration of his teaching career, he mainly taught
sculpture to graduate and undergraduate students.25 Based on the course descriptions found in
Clancy’s archive, he frequently taught a contemporary fine art seminar at all the schools which
he was a member of the faculty.26
Clancy’s first solo exhibition in New York was held at the Contemporary Arts gallery in
1956. Subsequently, in 1958 and 1961, his work was presented in solo exhibitions at the same
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Tom Clancy. Application to John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, 1970. Clancy’s archive, Tribeca,
New York.
22
Tom Clancy, in conversation with the author, in the artist’s loft in Tribeca, June 6, 2018. Clancy mentioned his
family’s involvement in his art practice throughout conversations between 2018 and 2021.
23
Tom Clancy, in conversation with the author, in the artist’s loft in Tribeca, September 23, 2021.
24
Tom Clancy, Application to Guggenheim Memorial Foundation.
25
Ibid.
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Tom Clancy, Fine Art Seminar Course Description, [1973–74].
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gallery. For these exhibitions, Clancy contributed abstract paintings that predated his
sculptures.27 Contemporary Arts gallery was founded by Emily Francis in 1929, and presented
exhibitions by Alice Neel, Marcus Rothkowitz (Mark Rothko), and others beginning in the
1930s.28 It was first located downtown at 12 East 10th Street and later moved uptown to the East
side.29
Within a year of Clancy receiving his Bachelor of Fine Arts from Mexico City College in
1959, the artist participated in exhibitions in South America. His works were featured in a solo
show at Galeria Artes Visuales in Mexico City, and a group exhibition at Galeria Kamffer in
Mexico City (both 1959). Soon after, his work was included in a group show in Brazil at
Ministério da Educação, Rio de Janeiro, and Museu de Arte Moderna, São Paulo.30
Perhaps, the most notable museum exhibition that the artist participated in was A Plastic
Presence. The group exhibition opened in November 1969 at the Jewish Museum, New York,
and traveled to the Milwaukee Art Center in January 1970, followed by the San Francisco
Museum of Art in April 1970. The presentation featured works by Eva Hesse, Mon Levinson,
and Dewain Valentine, among dozens of other artists who explored the use of plastic, a relatively
new medium at the time, attractive to artists because of its malleability.31 Clancy’s Gold Corner
(1969) was exhibited in the same room as Eva Hesse’s Just After (1969). Clancy recalls, “Eva
was a friend of mine, so we shared a room just for this and her piece was hanging fiberglass
threads. She called it Just After, which was just after her brain operation. She died not too much
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Tom Clancy, in conversation with the author, in the artist’s loft in Tribeca, August 8, 2018.
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Based on Clancy’s application to the Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, Contemporary Arts was located at 19
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Contemporary Arts in 1938.
30
Tom Clancy, Résumé.
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later, because I remember when I was going out to the show she said ‘Look, make sure they
don’t pretty it up with lighting.’”32 Like Clancy, Hesse was particular about how her work was
displayed and did not want it altered from her intentions.
Following A Plastic Presence, Clancy began exhibiting his work at French & Co. in New
York.33 Located near East Seventieth Street on Madison Avenue in Manhattan, the gallery
operated out of a space that was large enough to present Clancy’s sculptures. In 1970 Clancy
presented his Corner works in an exhibition that was held in conjunction with a solo exhibition
by Christopher Wilmarth.34 Clancy did not have another solo exhibition in New York until 1979,
after he joined 55 Mercer. Between 1979 and 1982, Clancy presented four individual works—
Land (1979), Place, Leaves (both 1980), and Rainbow (1982)—each as their own solo
exhibition, at 55 Mercer. It is also important to note that after the 1970 exhibition at French &
Co., Clancy did not participate in shows held at commercial galleries except one 1978 group
presentation at Rosa Esman Gallery.35
Clancy’s practice between 1969 and 1994 involved public art and sculpture competitions.
In 1969, Clancy was invited to create a sculpture at Pitzer College in Claremont, California. This
work, titled Target, marks the artist’s first outdoor installation. Following Target, Clancy made
eight proposals for outdoor installations, only six of which were completed.36 In 1974, Clancy’s
Riverside proposal was the winner of a nationwide competition sponsored by the Hudson River
Museum for a sculpture to be installed in Columbus Park in Yonkers, New York. For River,
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Tom Clancy, in conversation with the author, in the artist’s loft in Tribeca, May 30, 2018.
Tom Clancy, Résumé.
34
Christopher Wilmarth, Résumé, [1987], http://www.bettycuninghamgallery.com/artists/christopher-wilmarth1943-1987.
35
Tom Clancy, Résumé.
36
Tom Clancy, Sculpture, http://tomclancyartist.com. See proposals for Riverside (1984) and Blossom (1994).
Blossom was proposed for the Second Fujisankei Biennale at the Hakone Museum, Japan, but unfortunately it was
rejected.
33
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Clancy proposed an installation of five four-by-four-by-four-foot Corten steel structures
suspended from a linear seventy-foot horizontal cable.37 Unfortunately, local politics within the
town did not allow the installation to be completed. In a New York Times article, a Yonkers town
councilman is quoted, “We wanted a statue of Columbus, or at least a Renaissance fountain.”38
While Clancy received the award from the competition, he withdrew his sculpture, and was later
offered a show at the Hudson River Museum in Yonkers where he presented Winter (1979).39
In addition to accepting commissions to make sculptures and winning sculpture
competitions, Clancy also received grants to support his art practice. In 1974, Clancy was the
recipient of the National Endowment Grant for Sculpture,40 and in 1981, he received the
Guggenheim Fellowship for Sculpture,41 funding that Clancy used to continue making sculptural
work through 1996.

Corner Series, 1966–69
One of Clancy’s first sculptural works is Movie (Fig. 2). Executed in 1960 when the artist was
living in Clinton Hill, Brooklyn, the work is a four-inch cube composed of an accumulation of
hundreds of photographs from magazines and newspapers of the time. They were coated in
polyester resin and stacked, one on top of the other, to form a box, which itself is contained
within a layer of epoxy fiberglass coated with a dark, nearly black mahogany lacquer. The
artist’s idea was that it could be sanded down slowly to reveal each image.42 During this process,
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Tom Clancy, in conversation with the author, in the artist’s loft in Tribeca, June 6, 2018.
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Endowment for the Arts Individual Artists’ Fellowship Grant of $7,500.
41
Tom Clancy, Résumé.
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the person who was sanding could stop and photograph the cube at different moments to create a
stop motion film.43 In that way, a movie available to any viewer would, like a time machine,
display the compilation of the pictures, revealing the images of the era. An interesting feature of
the sculpture Movie is that its content would only be available with the destruction of the object
itself, an ambiguity that interested Clancy.44 He explored related ideas in Cube in the early
1960s. While Cube was not documented—and it is therefore not presented on Clancy’s archival
website—it was significant. Clancy began working on Cube in his East Village apartment around
1965 and continued working on it in his Lispenard Street loft, which had eighteen-foot ceilings,
but never completed the work. Cube was a large four-foot hollow cube with a concrete shell
elevated on a two-foot stand made out of a wood and steel open frame. The bottom of the cube
was open, and the four bottom corners of the cube were supported by the stand. Clancy
envisioned that the sculpture could be exhibited assembled as a cube or disassembled in its
parts.45 Interested in the assemblage of three-dimensional, architectural space and the way in
which space is enclosed, Clancy structured Cube so that it allowed a person to enter underneath
the shell and stand within each of the four corners of the hollow cube. It was soundproof, and
Clancy has described it as similar to an isolation chamber.46
Following Cube, Clancy made a series of Corner works also referencing the corners of a
cube: Brown Corner (1966), Black Corner (1967), Blue Corner (1968; Fig. 3), Gold Corner
(1969); and Clear Corner (1969).47 Each represented an architectural form, composed of either
concrete, polyurethane foam, polyester fiberglass, or gold. Each sculpture resembled a corner of
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a cube with a rounded interior and was either suspended by steel cables or supported by a steel
frame in space. The frame for Blue Corner forms a corner and the frame for Gold Corner is
raised on pilotis. Both referenced built structures and demonstrated Clancy’s interest and
understanding of architectural modernism. In these works, Clancy explored the contrast between
exterior and interior in space; for him, the interior provided a protective space, and the exterior
represented the assertiveness of the object and more turbulent nature of the outside world.
The most embellished of Clancy’s Corner pieces is the Gold Corner (1969; Fig. 4).
Constructed over the course of three years, Gold Corner was a big undertaking, his largest work
to date. Gold Corner is eighteen feet high, composed of six steel poles that support a six-by-sixfoot urethane form that is molded into a corner. While the exterior of the form is cloudlike and
lightweight, it looks rough, dense, and heavy. The interior, on the other hand, is plated in gold
and appears polished and smooth. Fully constructed, the work resembles an elephant cage, with
the exterior, which looks like heavy concrete, asserting a stark gesture and the interior, highly
embellished, referencing religious historical buildings, such as a church or a mosque.48
For Clancy, Gold Corner was a quintessentially American icon, mimicking aspects of
society and the way life was lived at the time. He explains, “I’ve always thought of it as sort of
an iconic, American piece, which was very assertive, and broadly referential.” 49 The shiny gold
interior references the domestic wealth of the United States and the aggressive exterior projects a
degree of power and privilege that may impinge on the rights of others. While he considered
titling it America, the year was 1969, when there was great political turmoil in the United States
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due to opposition of the Vietnam War, and he felt that such a title would have been too political
for the time.50
Gold Corner has the most comprehensive exhibition history of Clancy’s sculpture. As
previously mentioned, it was originally included in the 1969 group exhibition, A Plastic
Presence. In 1970, Gold Corner was exhibited at the New York gallery French & Company with
other of the artist’s Corner sculptures. The sculpture is now permanently installed at Paul Mellon
Arts Center at Choate Rosemary Hall, Wallingford, Connecticut, where it has been part of that
institution’s permanent collection since 1976.51
With the Corner series and his sculptural work at large, Clancy articulated the poetic
framework he used to explore a number of different ideas. He began to manipulate the materials
and became interested in expressing a sense of time through his compositions attentively set
either within an interior space or nature. The construction of the sculpture, the materials, the
history of materials, and how they interact with each other creates their presence. Clancy has
stated that “all aspects of externalization (the name, materials, contexts) participate in the
meaning” of the work, and each aspect must be considered equally important. To better
understand the work, not to make judgement, Clancy intends the viewer to question, “What is the
material? What is the form? When was it made?” As Clancy comments on his process, “Usually
in my mind there is a cluster of factors as there might be in an equation that can be seen as
speaking of their relationships, as dependent on, or connoting something different because they
were seen together.”52 While these specific ideas address how Clancy wanted his viewers to
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interpret and experience his work, they also formulated his material and philosophical concerns
that would impact both his future sculptures and his teaching methods.

55 MERCER: FIRST COOPERATIVE GALLERY
Clancy was a member of 55 Mercer, which is regarded as one of the most successful artist-run
cooperative galleries in SoHo. He joined 55 Mercer in 1979 and was a member through 1982.
Still in operation today under the name M55, with an entirely new group of members, it was
established in December of 1969. The ten founding members of 55 Mercer included Alice
Adams, Martin Bressler, Donald Cole, Gloria Greenburg, Stan Kaplan, Christy Park, Tom
Parker, Stephen Rosenthal, L. Shreve Stevenson, and Merrill Wagner.53 The original group of
artists shared an interest in large-scale work often made on site with industrial materials. They
also all set themselves apart from the commercial art world by experimenting with different art
forms and operating as a co-op led by artists instead of a commercial gallery directed by a dealer
with a specific agenda adhering to the art market at the time.54
The first artists’ co-ops in New York date as early as the 1950s and included groups in
and near East Tenth Street. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, there was a rise in alternative artist
run spaces in Lower Manhattan. Once a thriving center of industry, Lower Manhattan began to
grow desolate during the beginning of the 1960s as manufacturers vacated their buildings in
search of lower production costs, and the upper and middle classes left in search of a better
quality of life in the suburbs.55 Artists, who remained in the city or who had arrived from art
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schools, began to take over abandoned industrial buildings where they could live, make work,
and show their work.56 Simultaneously, artists came together in response to their shared
dissatisfaction with museums and galleries in New York to form the Art Worker’s Coalition
(AWC) in 1969. Several of the founders of 55 Mercer were also members of the AWC, including
Stan Kaplan and Stephen Rosenthal. AWC’s beginning was marked by Takis removing his
sculpture in protest from the Museum of Modern Art exhibition The Museum as Seen at the End
of the Mechanical Age in January 1969. He removed his work because he was upset that the
museum did not consult him in making the selection, which he considered unrepresentative of
his current practice.57 The same month, a group of artists formed the Black Emergency Cultural
Coalition (BECC) to organize protests against the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s exhibition
Harlem on My Mind. The group criticized the museum for the lack of black curatorial staff at the
museum and for its omission of black artists in the Harlem community from a group exhibition
that purported to highlight the cultural contributions of artists working there.58
Many new commercial art galleries, such as Paula Cooper Gallery and Sonnabend
Gallery, opened in New York in the late 1960s and early 1970s,59 but artists within the
downtown community felt that these galleries were not able to promote their art. In other words,

56

Aaron Shkuda, The Lofts of Soho: Gentrification, Art, and Industry in New York, 1950-1980 (Chicago: University
of Chicago, 2016).
57
Julie Ault, Alternative Art: New York, 1965–1985 (New York: Drawing Center; Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2002).
58
The Black Emergency Cultural Coalition Records, 1971–1984, New York Public Library Archives and
Manuscripts.
59
Aaron Shkuda, The Lofts of Soho: Gentrification, Art, and Industry in New York, 1950-1980 (Chicago: University
of Chicago, 2016), 120. Richard Feigen Gallery opens on Greene Street in 1967, followed by Paula Cooper Gallery
on Prince Street. Her gallery opens on October 22, 1968, with a benefit exhibition for the Student Mobilization
Committee to End the War in Vietnam. Ivan Karp (465 West Broadway) and Max Hutchinson (127 Greene Street)
in 1969, and Reese Paley at 93 Prince Street in March 1970. 420 West Broadway opens in 1971, with Castelli,
Andre Emmerich, John Weber, and Ileana Sonnabend. Non-profits and cooperative galleries: “Beginning with the
opening of the 55 Mercer and Ward Nasse Galleries in 1969, cooperative galleries and nonprofit arts organizations
quickly spread in SoHo, including the 112 Workshop and Prince Street Gallery in 1970; A.I.R. and the Kitchen in
1971; First Street, Bowery, Landmark, and SoHo 20 Galleries in 1972; the 14 Sculptors and West
Broadway/Alternative Space in 1973; and Pleiades and Cloud in 1974”.

16

the number of galleries and representation of artists was not sufficient for the large number of
artists who were living and working downtown, and the commercial interest of the galleries did
not align with the work that some of the artists were making at the time. These sentiments
motivated artists to form co-ops and other types of artist-run spaces, including 112 Greene Street,
which was two blocks away from 55 Mercer. During summer 1970, Gordon Matta-Clark helped
Jeffrey Lew and Alan Saret transform a former rag-picking factory into an exhibition space, 112
Greene Street.60 In 1974, JAM (Just above Midtown) opened and was led by Linda Goode
Bryant. The gallery, which later became a non-profit, operated out of a space on Fifty-Seventh
Street for three years and then relocated downtown to Tribeca, remaining there until it closed in
1986.61 The common ground among the new art spaces was dissatisfaction with the museum and
gallery system in New York. The art critic and curator Lawrence Alloway explains, “Art
Workers Coalition in effect called for removing the profit motive in art dealing, which would, if
implemented, have destroyed the gallery system, of course. Nonetheless, artists saw their
problems with dealers in a broader social framework than before, which left them to evaluate
their positions more critically.”62 Artists, who were members of the AWC and 55 Mercer,
implemented a new sense of political analysis to their social roles. Alloway continues, “In a
sense, the subject of 55 Mercer was the autonomy of the artist, to use a phrase that Diane Karol
applied to the gallery. This meant not only the abstract expressionist’s self-awareness of the
artists as special type, but also the Art Workers’ Coalition’s sense of ‘going out and helping
ourselves.’”63
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55 Mercer, located on Mercer Street between Grand and Broome Streets in SoHo on the
third floor of a nineteenth-century cast-iron building (Fig. 5), was sustained by a core
membership of artists. The space was secured by the artists Donald and Frisi Cole who lived in a
loft at 53 Mercer Street and were acquainted with the owners, the Jonish brothers, who
mentioned the availability of the third floor to the Coles. The artist Tom Parker negotiated the
deal to rent the space, which at the time was occupied by a frame-making business, and sublet
the front room to the co-op and used the back room as his studio, for a short time, until 55
Mercer took over the entire lease.64 Spanning the entire length of the building, the floor had two
galleries, one in the front facing Mercer Street, and a larger one in the back toward the well of
the building. An office space separated the two spaces. The exhibitions were scheduled by the
members of the organization during the biannual meetings. Usually, there were two artist’s
presentations at the gallery at the same time, which alternated with invitational shows featuring
work by nonmembers. Alloway notes, “The arbitrary matching is unlike the grouping of
commercial galleries, inasmuch as all the members are unified by the fact of the original selfselection procedure.”65
Each of the artists who participated in the co-op was independent; there was not a central
or shared approach to art around which the co-op was organized. This distinguished 55 Mercer
from other co-ops that formed around the same time, including A.I.R. Gallery, which was
focused on the representation and support of work by female artists. The art historian and critic
Joseph Masheck states, “It may be worth stressing how 55 Mercer, as a cooperative gallery run
by its artist-members, has always been independent and yet also wholly unlike a vanity
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operation.”66 As a 55 Mercer gallery statement from 1974 states, “Its members share no common
aesthetic philosophy or style of work, and none of them has ever been able to find a phrase that
will describe 55 Mercer, although they all seem to feel that ‘co-op gallery’ is not accurate. They
share the rent of the space and do with it what they want.’” 67 Even though they were technically
a cooperative organization, the members of 55 Mercer wanted to disassociate themselves and
distinguish themselves from other co-op organizations that formed in the 1970s.
The inaugural exhibition at 55 Mercer in early 1970 was a group show featuring work by
its ten founding members. The same year, each of the ten artists had a solo show. In the early
years of the gallery, 55 Mercer’s exhibitions were loosely organized and were not advertised.
The art world was much smaller than it is today, and the members of 55 Mercer seemed to use a
word-of-mouth approach to announce shows and invite artists and visitors to their space. By the
mid-1970s, however, 55 Mercer exhibitions were consistently reviewed in periodicals and arts
magazines.68 As a co-op, each participating member was responsible for the monthly dues that
covered the rent of the space and programming. Originally, the membership dues were $12.50 a
month, and by 1982 they had increased to $128 bimonthly. In other words, yearly costs had
increased from $150 a year to $768 for each member.69 Each artist was responsible for the
installation and presentation of their own show.
In 1977, 55 Mercer Street Artists, Inc. was officially incorporated; the organization’s bylaws state: “The corporation is a not-for-profit corporation whose purpose is to provide a facility
for artists who seek to introduce their work to the public. The corporation maintains an
exhibition space which it makes available for this purpose, both for its artists members, and for
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visiting artists. In addition, the corporation presents performances, discussions, workshops and
other art-related events for the general public.” 55 Mercer’s structure was solidified at the time
by the formation of a board of directors, membership committee, grants committee, and selection
committee. The co-op became more established, adding more artists as members and more
exhibitions, accompanied by expanded efforts to publicize them. These activities inevitably
translated into a larger presence in the press and art community. As a nonprofit, 55 Mercer was
also eligible to apply for and receive grants to support its programs. While some early members
believed the original spirit of 55 Mercer was weakened when it began receiving grant money in
the mid-1980s, it remained organized by artists, for artists.70
Alloway emphasizes that the co-ops in New York during this period were an alternative
to the commercial system in their organization, both social and economic, but were not opposed
to the gallery as a mode of display.71 Though its organization differed from commercial galleries,
55 Mercer’s programming still took place within a large, white-walled rectangular room with
wood floors, much like the spaces of commercial galleries at the time. As Alloway points out, 55
Mercer’s model didn’t criticize the white-box gallery as form of presentation. 55 Mercer stayed
within a more conventional form of art-making and did not incorporate performance and
conceptual art or film and video as a mode of presentation in its programming. Many of the
artists who were members of 55 Mercer were sculptors. Between the years 1969 and 1982 while
55 Mercer was based in SoHo, its members included: Alice Adams, Ivan Biro, Tom Clancy,
Tom Doyle, Alan Finkel, Sandy Gellis, Caspar Henselmann, Jean Linder, Mary Miss, Joe Neill,
Ulrich Niemeyer, Tom Nozkowski, Tom Parker, Julius Tobias, Frank Lincoln Viner, Ursula von
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Rydingsvard, and Grace Wapner.72 Several of the artists were comparable in terms of the
materials they used and scale in which they worked. Artists such as Alice Adams, Mary Miss,
and Ursula von Rydignsvard developed major careers after their participation in 55 Mercer’s
program.
In the twelfth-anniversary newsletter of 55 Mercer in 1982, Alloway acknowledges the
importance of the sculptural contributions to the gallery’s program. He assesses the sculptors’
work in the following statement: “There is a tendency towards materiality stressing mass and
weight; where modular structures do appear, they tend not to dematerialize the stuff of which
they are made, but to keep a manual edge, as in Miss, or a chunky weight, as in von
Rydingsvard. . . . Environmental works are fairly numerous, that is to say, works that build the
gallery into their structure, such as . . . Tobias’s Half and Half, 1977, with four slabs, 44’ long
and 5’ high, parallel to each other 32” apart and occupying one side of the gallery.”73 The
sculptural installations at 55 Mercer were ambitious and monumental, necessitating the large
gallery space that 55 Mercer possessed. The artists also benefitted from the ability to work free
of a gallery dealer’s speculations and attentiveness to their process and installation.
By its twelfth anniversary in 1982, 55 Mercer typically presented about twenty-six
exhibitions a year, totaling about 275 exhibitions since its founding in 1969. Alloway credits 55
Mercer for offering an important place for artists to exhibit in New York in the 1970s. Given the
quality of work that the members produced and presented and the media attention it attracted,
Alloway states “New York would have been a great deal poorer without 55 Mercer.”74
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WORKS MADE TO SHOW AT 55 MERCER, 1979–80
The three large, indoor sculptures by Clancy—Land (1979), Leaves (1980), and Place (1980) —
were each shown at 55 Mercer the years during which each was made. Each work was installed
as its own solo show and filled the entire room of the gallery.75 While these works were not
necessarily site-specific, since the artist intended that they could be installed in other spaces, they
were built in response to the particular rectangular dimensions of the space of the gallery at 55
Mercer. The three works, Land, Leaves, and Place are also all marked by their simplicity of
materials: steel, concrete, and newspaper. In these works, Clancy began to explore the task of
creating a sense of place within the interior at a gallery and of conveying the fleeting and
ephemeral qualities of time. In each work he does this slightly differently. Both Land and Place
appear like architectural fragments that have recovered their context, while Leaves creates a
more present sense of place and time.
In Clancy’s first exhibition at 55 Mercer, shortly after he became a member, he showed
Land, in which he introduces the plane as a form of interest and manipulates and alters
stainless-steel cables to create the illusion that the form is suspended or floating. Measuring
twelve feet by twelve feet, Land (1979; Fig. 6) is composed of a plane of thin concrete
supported by a structural grid of slotted steel. Four steel cables, each measuring one-inch-thick
and twelve feet long, extend vertically, emerging from the planar form at about one foot from
each corner of the plane. When one examines the planar form closely, one can see that each
cable passes through the concrete plane and bends curvilinearly underneath it. Below the planar
form, the cables extend to and lie upon the wood floor to support the plane, which appears to
hover about six to twelve inches above the floor. While the top ends of the cables are

75

The observations on the works installed at 55 Mercer rare based on archival photographs as I was not able to see
the works in situ.

22

positioned so that they appear perpendicular to the floor, the plane does not appear to be
perfectly parallel with the floor, and the cables that support it underneath do not appear to be
bent symmetrically. This structural variation causes the plane to appear warped and the work
itself to look precariously off balance.
While the materials used in Land are structurally sound, the visual presentation of the
assembled materials—the steel cables bent unevenly, and the concrete sloped slightly—makes
one question the stability of the work’s structure. Based on the photographs of Land in the
artist’s archive, the concrete surface looks like a newly paved sidewalk. It is slate gray, and its
surface is smooth, without any ridges, visible cracks, or lines.76 Each of the stainless-steel cables
protrudes through one-inch holes in the plane, without interrupting the flat surface. The cables
are similar to those used in suspension bridges but differ in that they are slightly thinner and
bend to support the plane from underneath it. They are not taut, nor do they hold the concrete in
suspension in an obvious way. Even though the concrete slab is thin, and the steel cables are
relatively narrow in diameter, the industrial materials provide a certain weight to the work that
would not exist if it were composed of more organic materials such as paper and wood. The
familiar industrial materials are presented as they are manufactured; there is no paint applied or
elements added to enhance their appearance. The artist has left the materials untreated and in
their original form.77
The title, Land, suggests a solid surface or a landing, implying that an event might be
about to take place. As a whole, Land occupies the space of the gallery like a platform, one that
fills the room like a stage for a performer or a supportive element for something to be presented
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upon it. Yet the platform is empty and there are no elements that would invite one to step up onto
it. This lack suggests that the work has been abandoned or has been discarded. While the work
encompasses a sense of bareness, it is impressive enough in its use of materials that it holds the
room on its own.
Land was presented at 55 Mercer May 1–19, 1979 in the artist’s inaugural solo show at
the gallery,78 the first time he presented an individual work in the space. The work was installed
on its own toward the back of the rectangular room. In an unpublished review of Clancy’s 55
Mercer exhibitions found in the artist’s archives, the art critic and historian Tiffany Bell writes of
Land, “It has the feeling of an object existing monumentally in a state of disuse. There is a
stillness to the work evoked by the idea that its time has either passed or not come; the piece
itself is in a state of suspension. But then, it is just as clearly not an architectural element. The
concrete is too thin to walk on, the surface plane is warped, and the cables are non-functioning
except as they are. Attention is redirected to the object. One is forced to consider it again as
simply (or not as simply) a work of sculpture.”79 As Bell describes it, Clancy’s work refers to a
past time, but the tension and manipulation of the materials constantly brings the viewer back to
the present.
For Clancy, Land represents a fragment of land industrially produced and left over. He
has referred to it as a “discarded fragment of what may have been usable,” something analogous
to a disused or derelict elevator platform. As Clancy has noted, “Each of the cables is allowed to
bend slightly differently. Actually, pre-bend so it wouldn’t be parallel with the floor, because if it
were parallel with the floor the disused quality would be undercut. I meant for each of the
corners to be slightly at a different level. I wanted that verticality, and I wanted that lean of the
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piece to be evident. Nothing in this piece is vertical or horizontal, which seemed to be
appropriate to its disuse.”80 The imperfections seen in Land were made deliberately by the artist.
Leaves (1980; Fig. 7), presented several months after Land, is a large-scale rectangular
sculpture composed of concrete, steel, and newspaper. Leaves presents a bed of pages from
Sunday’s edition of the New York Times aligned in rows, side by side. Each page of the
newspaper has been opened and placed in numerical order within a grid that spans thirty-six feet
and hovers about one foot off the floor. The pages of the newspaper have been dipped in paraffin
wax, not only sealing them, but also giving the paper an aged quality and achieving a
translucency.81 In reviewing the work, Bell noted that, “The surface of the sculpture blends into a
uniform gray tone as one’s eye travels the length of the newspaper.”82 The assemblage, as such,
resembles a plane that appears to float in space.
Leaves has one of the more complex support systems of construction developed by
Clancy. The installation photographs of Leaves reveal the process through which the work was
installed and the structural support that holds the newspapers together and supports them in the
form of an elevated plane. As seen in the photo-documentation in the artist’s archive, the base
and support of the work are six equally sized concrete blocks evenly aligned in a row.83 Each
block, measuring two feet by two feet by eight inches high, contains a two-inch slot in which a
seven-foot-long, flat steel blade is placed in an orientation perpendicular to the block. Using steel
wire, the artist arranged a gridlike structure over the blades that created a flat surface for the
newspaper.84
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While Clancy’s use of the materials of paper, wax, and concrete in Leaves is unique, the
treatment of the media is similar to how he tends to use media in many of his sculptural projects:
in all of these works he uses familiar materials in particular ways. In Leaves, Clancy
incorporated concrete and steel into the structural base to maintain its functionality as a support
to the planar component of the sculpture. He did not add color to the material: the color of the
concrete is soft gray, and the steel is dark brown, almost black.85 For Leaves, the artist has used
newspaper instead of concrete to form the surface of the work. The paper, like concrete, is rigid
but obviously fragile. Because the paper appears to float, this delicate floating quality contrasts
with the heavy materials of its support. Though newspaper is not a construction material, it does
have the same characteristic of being ordinary and being meant for common use.
In Leaves, Clancy achieves a sense of regularity and uniformity. From a distance, the
blank margins of the newspaper pages are accentuated to form a solid grid of six by eighteen
rectangles. Within each rectangle appears a blur of fine print. At closer inspection, the pages
selected for Leaves are from the Sunday want-ad section of the New York Times from the year
the work was made, 1980.86 None of the pages include bold typography or large headlines.
Instead, Clancy has selected pages that display a consistency of text and numbers over each
sheet.
Like other works by Clancy, Leaves evokes different forms of time. In Leaves, Clancy
presents time as a cycle of repetition and as an event located in the past. Visually, the
newspapers he uses to build the work’s surface look old; the repetitiousness of the want ads
reassert a sense of cyclical time. Here newspapers also evoke a particular temporality of the
present-past because they are out of date before they are even sold. Bell aptly describes, “There
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is no sense of an emphatic ‘here’ on seeing Leaves and its time is not insistently now. It exists in
an ambiguous suspension with a sense of inevitability about it. One can believe that it will be
there even if we are not.”87 This description summarizes the different senses of time evoked in
Leaves.
The work refers to its title, Leaves, in two ways: through the physical quality of the
newspaper that comprises it and through its structural composition. Rather than being fixed or
pinned to the steel framework, the newspaper pages lie gently, flat on the surface of a support
structure, on full display. None of the pages overlap one another, nor are they separated to allow
for any surrounding negative space. They are arranged neatly, edge to edge, next to one another
to form an overall plane that extends into the space. The pages along the perimeter of the
rectangle loosely hang over the grid of steel wire that supports them, like leaves on a tree. “The
newspaper ripples and curves especially around the edges,” as Bell describes, “breaking up the
regularity in the format and adding a soft and lyrical feel.”88 The use of newspaper in Leaves
establishes an overall sense of fragility.
While Leaves has a complex structural system, its concept is more straightforward.
Clancy refers to Leaves as, simply, “a pile.” In reference to the materials that together comprise
the work, he states that, “First, there’s the concrete, second, there’s the steel rod and steel wire,
and then there’s the newspaper. Essentially, they are all just laid on like a pile. In this piece, that
structural system intrigues me.” The intricate structural system, however, is not visible to the
viewer. Clancy continues, “In confronting the piece, you really just see the newspaper first,
unless you bend down. . . . If you leaned down, you would see the concrete and the wire. I mean,
I also always assume anybody interested would look from more than one direction. If they’re not
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interested, they can save their energy.”89 In this amusing statement, Clancy acknowledges the
primacy of the floating plane in the work.
Leaves was presented in a solo exhibition at 55 Mercer in 1980 and is dedicated to the
American abstract painter and Clancy’s good friend Adja Yunkers (1900–1984).90 For the
exhibition, Clancy recalls that he included the following quotation from Meditations by Marcus
Aurelius on the announcement for the show: “Leaves, some the wind scatters on the ground,
such as the race of men.”91 Clancy has explained, “I was thinking of the newspaper as leaves,
scattered on the ground. Representing the race of men in all of these numbers and want ads, all of
these wishes and dreams.”92 For Clancy, the assembled newspapers were symbolically associated
with a pile of leaves, effecting a sense of transience and the changing of the seasons.
Clancy exhibited Place (1980; Fig. 8a) the same year he presented Leaves at 55 Mercer.
Like Land, Place is large-scale sculpture whose main construction elements are concrete and
steel. Measuring twenty-one feet long by twelve feet wide by twelve feet high, Place is
composed of a sheet of concrete that measures twenty-one feet long by twelve feet wide; it is
half an inch thick and is supported by metal trusses that extend the length and width of the
concrete.93 The support trusses elevate the plane one to two feet off the ground, creating an
incline in the work. Responding to the rectangular gallery in which it was installed, the work’s
orientation generates a front and rear. Intersecting the plane is a row of eighteen twelve-foot-long
steel tubes that reach from the ground to just below the ceiling, forming a vertical barrier.94 Also
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supported by the metal trusses, the steel tubes lean slightly back and to the right. At a distance,
the sheet of concrete appears to be almost floating above the ground, like the forms in Leaves
and Land. The slightly askew steel tubes interrupt the plane, moving the viewer’s eye away from
the horizontal.95
Place is both one of the largest and most structurally complex works Clancy made during
the late 1970s and early 1980s. Installation photographs show that the sculpture almost
completely filled the gallery at 55 Mercer. Within this context, the work is architectural in scale
and in the materials used to compose it. Like other sculptural works by the artist, Place is
composed of common building construction materials. The structural foundation consists of a
system of steel tubes assembled to form a stable, supporting unit. The plane of concrete is
supported by another steel structure: twenty-four twelve-inch by two-inch steel tubes that are
configured on seven rebar trusses underneath the sheet of concrete. In the photographs, the steel
tubes look unpolished and previously used. The consistent pattern of each tube at a forty-fivedegree angle, held in place by set screws, is assembled to provide compression for and tension
resistance to the weight of the work as a whole.96
While concrete is usually perceived as a heavy industrial material, here, Clancy
manipulates the medium so that it appears thin, lightweight, and fragile. According to Clancy,
the sheet was produced by screeding marble-filled concrete into light expanded steel.97 In other
words, he poured concrete into a steel frame and then leveled the top layer by moving a straight
edge back and forth over the surface. While the surface is flat and smooth, the edges appear
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brittle. The contrast between these qualities in the concrete suggests the presence of the artist’s
hand at work, conveying the idea that, rather than being fabricated by industrial tools that
provide precision, the work was made by hand. Like the concrete in Land, the sheet of concrete
in Place is supported by metal trusses that form a platform similar to a stage. However, the
“stage” is interrupted by a barrier of eighteen steel tubes, each installed approximately five
inches apart.98 Intersecting the concrete sheet, each tube touches the floor of the gallery and
reaches up to about six inches from the ceiling. Contrasting the bright white color of the concrete
sheet, the steel tubes are dark brown and appear rusty and aged in the installation photos. The
bisecting element of the work distinguishes one side of the sculpture from the other, suggesting a
front and a back. Clancy’s title for the work refers to the work as being a fragment of space.
“The space in front was available but beyond that was a space apart rather, which is why I called
it Place. A separate place.”99 Bell further describes the work as follows: “The front, which one
approaches first from the door of the gallery, has a more open appearance. Though it cannot be
entered, it is a larger, more inviting space. The back is more confining because it is smaller, the
level of concrete is higher, and the bars fall in toward it.”100
Because one expects Clancy’s work to be perfectly engineered, the slight lean of Place
calls for speculation about the meaning of this aspect of the work. Most visually apparent is the
off-vertical angle, which is uniformly back and to the right, of the row of steel tubes. In response
to the shift, the rectangular sheet of concrete has a slight upward slope, which, in turn, affects the
metal trusses. One installation photograph shows (Fig. 8b), if one examines it closely, that the
structural foundation is slightly raised in the back of the work; cantilevered and suspended, it
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hovers about two to three inches off the ground.101 This structural aspect adds to the lean of the
work and contributes to creating a sense of its overall imbalance.
Overall, each of the three works by Clancy were meant to be viewed individually and
required the large, open space that 55 Mercer offered to accommodate their size. Even though
the works made and assembled in the gallery’s space were not technically site-specific, they
responded to the spatial dimensions of the room. The large-scale of the works, relative to the
space, engaged the viewer. In Land and Leaves, for example, one had to walk around the
sculpture, while Place constructed a sense of an interior and exterior. As opposed to the Corner
works, Land, Leaves, and Place evince Clancy’s interest in flat, tilted, and bent planes as stages
for the contemplation of the assembled materials.
While Clancy remained interested in representing architectural spaces and forms, the
sculptures presented at 55 Mercer, composed of concrete, steel, and newspaper, were constructed
so that they subvert the assumed roles of the material. The concrete was laid like a sheet and was
too thin to walk on in Land; the surface plane was warped in Place; and the newspaper in Leaves
formed a solid plane. The structures also deviated from fundamental architectural forms, such as
the proportions of a three-dimensional cube and congruent angles, that he explored in the Corner
works. For each sculpture exhibited at 55 Mercer, Clancy manipulated the materials and
assembled them in such a way that formed a tension among conventional geometric standards.
The supporting cables in Land bent obliquely below the concrete surface and the steel tubes in
Place leaned at an angle instead of vertically. Though Clancy is capable of creating perfectly
engineered forms, his deliberate manipulation of the industrial materials creates a disruption to a
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sense of harmony that may be found in concrete, geometric abstraction. Instead, the works
suggest the everchanging and temporal qualities of time within 55 Mercer’s gallery space.
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CHAPTER 2: OUTDOOR COMMISSIONS, 1979–86
Over the course of his career, Clancy completed seven public art proposals and participated in
many sculpture competitions. Several major sculptures by the artist were installed outdoors
between 1979 and 1986 in New York sites. In 1979, Clancy was invited by the Hudson River
Museum in Yonkers to make Winter, a site-specific work on the lawn in front of the museum. In
1986, he was selected to realize Monarch, a large-scale public work, for Artpark in Lewiston,
New York. And in 1987, Clancy made Sparrow, which was dedicated to his wife, Libya, at
Socrates Sculpture Park as part of the 1987 group exhibition Artists Choose Artists.102 Like
Clancy’s indoor sculptures presented at 55 Mercer, his outdoor installations are made with
construction materials that were available to the artist at the time, including concrete, steel, and
aluminum. In these works, he also explores different types of temporality. In the outdoor works,
different senses of time were articulated by its location within nature and Clancy’s incorporation
of certain materials that reacted to the environment: in Winter he used oil and in Sparrow ice.
These works relied on the forces of nature, including gravity and weight, and environmental
physics for the work to exist and fulfill the artist’s intention.
Clancy’s Winter (1979; Fig. 9) was a subtle intervention into nature. The work was
installed outside the Hudson River Museum in Yonkers, New York, on a grassy slope between
the museum and the river. The image of the completed work is not much different from a
photograph of the view looking out the museum’s window and across the river toward the
Palisades (Fig. 10).103 The work appears invisible but its presence is suggested by the conditional
effects of changing climate over time. At the time, Richard Koshalek was the director of the
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museum, in addition to inviting Clancy to make Winter, had also organized simultaneous
exhibitions of one of Red Grooms’s first environmental sculptures, The Bookstore and Dan
Flavin’s untitled (for Betty and Richard Koshalek, a friendly reminder) (both 1979). John Russell
wrote a review for the New York Times about the Grooms and Flavin installations, but did not
mention Clancy’s work, perhaps because it is not immediately apparent to the uninformed
viewer.104
The documentation of the process of fabricating and installing the work suggests a
narrative that demonstrates how the work functions. Executed in 1979, Winter is composed of
aluminum, crude oil, earth, and grass, and is installed at a unique site. Its form is a twelve-bytwelve-foot frame constructed of six-inch square aluminum tubing.105 One of the photos
illustrates someone, likely the artist himself, welding the corners together to form the perimeter
of a square. Based on the photographs, it looks like it was fabricated within walking distance of
the museum.106 Despite being hollow, the square perimeter must have been heavy as it took a
dozen people to carry it from the location where it was fabricated to the site of its installation in
front of the museum. A series of five to six photos document the walk to place the work in its
location: the group carrying the frame down a two-lane road, through a wooded area, and over a
high road barrier, which led to the front of the museum. Both men and women helped carry the
work, and some of the faces are identifiable including those of the artist’s son, Tom, the artist
Melvin Edwards, and the violist John Graham. Tom’s wife, Libya, and daughter, Cathleen, as
well as the artist Nancy Grossman, are also featured in the photographs (Fig. 11).107
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At the site, the grass was cleared, and enough earth was dug out of the ground in the
shape of a frame for the aluminum structure to be lowered into the ground. Instead of the square
being oriented based on the building’s architecture, it was installed so that it points toward global
North, South, East, and West. At this point, since there were simultaneous exhibitions on view at
the museum, spectators gathered on the balcony of the museum watch Winter being installed
(Fig. 12).108 The work was centrally placed on the open lawn in front of the museum and, as the
artist explains, it “didn’t interrupt or interfere with the dynamic view of a great river ploughing
past glacier-cut cliffs.”109 Before the structure was buried two inches beneath the earth like a
foundation, a level gravel bed was set below it. A small circular opening in one of the corners of
the frame was opened which allowed crude oil—a dark, burnt yellowish liquid—to be pumped
into the frame with an orange hose. Working into the evening, the crude oil was transferred into
the twelve by twelve-foot frame until it was filled and then the cap was sealed.110 The earth that
had been removed was then redistributed over the structure for it to be completely buried in the
ground.111
Like other works by Clancy, Winter incorporates construction materials that were readily
available at the time and relies on the conditions of nature and physics for the work to exist and
function. It is possible that Clancy’s inclusion of crude oil refers to the establishment of the
underground Strategic Petroleum Reserves in 1975 or the oil shock of 1979.112 Here, the
interactions of the elements, including aluminum, crude oil, and soil, allow different
manifestations on the surface of the earth. The main operative factor is the specific heat and
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density of the materials. As the weather changes, the ground either becomes warmer, causing the
crude oil to heat up inside the aluminum form, or as the temperatures drop, the elements
composing the structure become colder. The difference in the rates of heat absorption and
dispersal in the materials unavoidably create a lag in the temperature changes between the earth
directly above the form and the earth surrounding it. As weather changes, these differences may
be recognizable in the surface of the earth above where Winter is located. For example, after a
long cold spell and snowfall, followed by a thaw, the oil-filled form, being denser and having a
higher specific heat than the surrounding dry grass-covered earth, stays colder longer causing the
snow directly above the twelve-by-twelve-foot frame to melt more slowly than that of the
surrounding areas. One might imagine, or may have the opportunity to see, how this temporal
aspect suggests the presence of Winter in the landscape.
Seven years after completing Winter and realizing two other New York City–based
outdoor installations, Ever (1979) and Memoriam (1980), Clancy was selected to fabricate the
outdoor installation Monarch (Fig. 15), which was composed of a large rectangular shell made of
white concrete. It measured one hundred by twenty-five feet by one inch and was laid over one
hundred tons of pea-size anthracite coal that spanned a 600-foot knoll.113 Based on the
photographs in the artist’s archive documenting the work, the coal was poured over the surface
of the top of the knoll and evenly spread, following the contour of the land.114 Oriented along an
east-west axis near the Niagara River, the top layer of the work was a gently curved, brilliant
white line, starkly contrasting with the underlying black coal. From a distance, Monarch
appeared to hover over the flat horizon line like a mirage.
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The work is largely supported by and embedded within the land, and the materials Clancy
used, including coal and concrete, also underscore its connection to the surrounding natural
environment. The contrast between the color and texture of the two predominant materials,
however, more distinctly marks the artist’s intervention with the earth than in Winter. The dark
coal poured over the land creates a rough, gravellike surface while the sheet of white marble
concrete is smooth and polished. Bell describes it as follows: “The elegant formal contrasts
between curved and flat lines and black and white color parallel more subtle distinctions between
the rich, majestic attributes of marble and the more mundane, functional characteristics of
coal.”115
Changing weather and cycles of the seasons affected the presentation of Monarch. The
environmental impact of nature and time are as much of a determining factor of its completion as
are the materials used to construct it. One can imagine how the white marble concrete and shiny
surface of the coal would glisten on a sunny day. On an overcast day, as seen in some of the
documentary photos, the bed of coal blended in with the land environment while the sheet of
white concrete stands out even more.116 Wind and rain may have also naturally shifted the coal,
while reeds and grasses would have eventually grown through patches of it over time.
Nature and time also affect the structure of the work more discreetly. Not as visually
evident in the photographs of Monarch is the fine-wire steel mesh that Clancy used to reinforce
the white marble concrete. In describing the process of creating Monarch, he notes, “The knoll
was about 600 feet and coal covered the whole top part. The top of the top part I cordoned off
and cast an inch of concrete. The infrastructure over which I poured the concrete was laid out in
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broad diagonals. It occurred to me that it would be interesting because I needed to put some
reinforcement underneath it, so the concrete didn’t break immediately, [but] entertaining the
possibility that ultimately it would break and that it would be affected differently depending on
how I laid the reinforcement. It was laid out in diagonals in a thought that, should it stay there
long enough, as it disintegrated it would assert this warning sign.”117 He has also described the
effect of the changing seasons on the work: “After winter freezes and thaws, five differently
reinforced, broad, diagonal bands will appear as seen from the air, as they fracture at different
rates. The better reinforced stay light longer while the two adjacent minimally reinforced bands
will fracture and darken first briefly presenting as a rectangular field of ‘black and white’
diagonals.”118
Like other sculptural works by Clancy, Monarch resembles a fragment of the earth.
Clancy explains his intentions for Monarch as follows:
By positioning this fragile convex concrete rectangle on a crust of coal and earth, above
an old chemical-waste dump site, and orienting it geographically, I meant to present a
form, perhaps analogous to a fragment of the globe itself, an anchored, aging fragment
in association with the ephemeral, colorful, uniquely mobile monarch butterfly, along
with the allusion to hill-top commands. The white marble concrete reference here has a
certain absolute quality, simple, unblemished, ceremonial, and seemingly timeless. The
coal simply acknowledges a history of human labor while evening the knoll and
covering the wounds of our reshaping.119
Similar to the artist’s comments about the Gold Corner and Leaves above, here Clancy appends
symbolism to an abstract work through his title and the context in which he considers the work.
In determining the titles of works, Clancy thought through the complexity of his
references. He says that he believes almost “everything we do is filled with references, and we
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automatically respond to all of them.”120 Unlike with other artist’s work, such as Judd, who often
left his works untitled, the titles of Clancy’s works almost always have multiple references. For
example, Monarch’s title refers to both the common North American orange and black–winged
butterfly but also the fact that monarchs, in the sense of rulers, frequently reside at a strategic
place, often at the top of a hill. Clancy reflects on the title Monarch: “It was a nice double
entendre, in that it was the antithesis of the autocrat. Or the idea, for instance, of monarchy or
power.” He continues,
I thought of the piece as like a fragment of the skin of the earth. I liked the idea of the
Monarch as the monarch butterfly, but it seemed also appropriate to the claim of the
highest land, or the claim of power, and yet if you look further at this claim of power it
was really a shell referencing a skin of the earth. Extended, just a fragment of this shell
that could be conceived of as the outer skin of the earth itself. The name monarch could
reference an autocrat and could reference this butterfly, which curiously, after it was
finished and I was looking at it, a monarch butterfly landed right in the middle of the
piece because it was the right season. And I thought, oh, how appropriate.121
Like his choice and sensitivity towards materials and placement of his sculptures, Clancy’s titles
were deliberate. Their meanings and possible interpretations were equally considered.
In 1987, Clancy was invited to make his most recent outdoor project to date as part of the
group exhibition Artists Choose Artists at Socrates Sculpture Park in Long Island City, New
York. Marking the third exhibition in the park, for this exhibition artists who had previously
exhibited in at Socrates were asked to nominate sculptors for the show. The artists Christopher
Wilmarth, John Willenbecher, and Susanne Wibroe selected the projects to be installed by the
sculptors, including Clancy, for the exhibition (Fig. 16).122 For this project Clancy proposed
Sparrow. His proposal, dated November 1987, reads:
A 100’ x 4’ x 4’ slab of gray concrete is poured flat and level 22” above a slightly raised
strip of land while supported on large blocks of ice. As the ice melts the slab lowers onto
120
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a steel blade beneath it and breaks along its unreinforced axis. After the break, once the
ice has completely melted, the two segments simply lean against each other. Aggregate
revealed by the break draws a darker gray line along the broken edges.123
Often Clancy’s proposals were short and succinct descriptions of complex projects. Instead of
elaborating on the intended meaning of his work, he provided information on the primary
components of the work and relevant forces for it to exist.
Installed parallel to the East River, Sparrow (1987; Figs. 17–23) spanned one hundred
feet; it was composed of ice, concrete, iron, and steel, and constructed with the intention of it
taking on different forms over time. The final image of the work features a one hundred-footlong by four-foot-wide slab of grey concrete broken in half down the center line.124 A thin, rusted
blade of steel is revealed in the jagged split of the concrete. A section of metal wire, forming a
one-by-one-foot grid pattern, is exposed under the concrete, bending over the blade down the full
length of the work. The edge of each broken side of the slab rests on the ground and is positioned
at a forty-five-degree angle in relation to the central blade of steel. Forming a long dark
triangular tunnel underneath the concrete, the structure also casts angular shadows on its sides.
The work is located about fifteen feet from the river on a level area of ground that was dry and
brown. A path lined with stones and filled with gravel weaves alongside the work.125
While Sparrow existed after the ice had melted as a kind of architectural ruin, its process
and production involved a poetic act that relied on physics and the surrounding natural
conditions. To create Sparrow, Clancy anchored twenty-five iron pipes vertically into the ground
at four-foot intervals. Each pipe was three inches in diameter and had a two-inch slot cut into its
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top.126 A one hundred-by-four-foot by one-quarter inch flat steel blade was inserted into the slots
on the tops of the pipes. Just over two-foot-high plywood screeding was installed at each end of
the blade and two feet from each side of the blade, forming what became the perimeter of the
sculpture. At this point, the entire interior of the plywood form was filled with three-hundredpound large industrial ice blocks. Installed directly on the ground, two rows of blocks spanned
the entire work and were level with the central steel blade. After the ice blocks were placed, two
tons of two-inch blue stone aggregate was distributed on top of the ice. Before a gray cement
sand mix was poured over the stone, steel reinforcement bars were installed on each side of the
stone and wire reinforcement was laid on top of the entire work. At this point, the structure
looked like a section of a raised sidewalk, a runway for a fashion model to strut down, or a
remote-controlled plane to land. Running parallel to the East River, its horizontal form, rendered
precisely to create a perfectly level geometric form, underlined the Manhattan skyline as its
backdrop.
The next day, the plywood walls were removed from the sides of the work. It was an
overcast day with a gray wintry haze in the sky. One photograph depicts the supporting wood
posts still intact and the concrete slab perpendicular to the steel blade hovering about a foot over
the ice, which at this point, had melted slightly from its original form.127 After the wood posts
were taken out of the ground, the concrete mass was no longer supported by them or the ice
underneath. Within time, its weight rested completely on the steel blade. At some point in the
near future, the ice melted, and the concrete slab inevitably broke.
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About a week later on November 7, 1987, right before the opening of Artists Choose
Artists, Clancy decided that he was going to initiate the foreseeable break.128 He called his wife,
Libya, and told her his decision and suggested she join him. With a chisel and a hammer Clancy
hit one end of the concrete slab above the blade. It immediately ruptured and bellowed as it split
in two. The artist had calculated that the reinforcing wires would keep the concrete intact as it
folded over the blade. Rather than falling apart in pieces and essentially crumbling, it was a clean
cut with only two similarly proportioned parts.129 The moment of transition from Sparrow as a
precise architectural form—a concrete plane precariously resting on a steel blade and melting
blocks of ice—to a fractured slab of concrete was the climactic moment of the poetic act. Not
only was the work designed considering the potential of the inevitable, but it also actively sought
to include the aspects of chance and temporality in its realization. As Clancy explains, “I thought
of that future, designing that future coming from that present, the present being the big formal
presentation of the slab, as an exciting poem. In a way, I think of art a little bit as a poem. It’s
useful to think of art like a poem because it turns out as virtually all we do, even in things
considered art or not considered art, since I consider everything we do is art, as sort of history of
decisions.”130
Dedicated to the artist’s wife, Libya, the title Sparrow invites the tenacious city bird to
join the poem. Clancy describes Libya as “a tough sparrow. . . . I always thought Libya was very
brave to have married me because I had nothing. Totally poverty-stricken artist who was not
fearful, but she was not fearful either.”131
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All in all, Clancy takes advantage of chance created when he uses the conditions of
nature to determine the look and appearances of his outdoor works. Like Clancy’s indoor
sculptural works, the outdoor installations demonstrated his sensitivity towards and frequent use
of industrial materials, like concrete and steel. However, instead of responding to the
architectural space of the gallery, they were placed within the natural landscape. While each
work was discrete and marked a subtle presence in its surrounding environment, it depended on
the forces of nature and environmental impact to achieve its form that changed over time. For
instance, Winter was installed beneath a grassy field and was filled with oil that would inevitably
change in temperature based on the climate. Similarly, one of Sparrow’s main components was
large blocks of ice that would undoubtedly melt over time, and in turn, change the appearance of
the sculpture. By exposing his works to the conditions of nature, the presence of Clancy’s
sculptures also subtly address geopolitical concerns.
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CHAPTER 3: CONTEXT––SCULPTURE IN NEW YORK CITY, 1960s–80s
Clancy was tangentially related to sculptors who were working in New York City at the
same time as he was. In her famous essay, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” published in 1979,
the art historian Rosalind Krauss endeavors to categorize sculpture in the 1970s, finding the term
“sculpture” inadequate to define the art being made in the landscape. She instead uses the term
“marked sites” to identify work like Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970) and Michael Heizer’s
Double Negative (1969).132 For her, these works were physical manipulations of specific sites
and landscapes. To describe the work of other sculptors during this period, such as Sol LeWitt,
Richard Serra, and Robert Irwin, Krauss uses the term “axiomatic structures.” For their
sculptures, LeWitt, Serra, and Irwin made some sort of intervention into the existing space and
architecture, either through reconstruction or drawing.133 Clancy’s sculptural work does not mark
a site nor is it an axiomatic structure; it shares aspects of site-specificity and interests in
architectural settings but remains referential to itself. In other words, it would most closely align
with Krauss’s description of modernist sculpture, which “produc[es] the monument as
abstraction, the monument as pure marker or base, functionally placeless and largely
referential.”134 While Clancy’s indoor works relate to modernist sculpture, his outdoor works are
not separable from the landscape and are closer to “site construction.”
Similarly, Clancy’s sculptural work shares characteristics with works by Donald Judd and
Richard Serra in their geometric forms, choice of industrial materials such as concrete and steel,
and large scale. For example, in 1980, the same year that Clancy made Leaves and Place, Judd
created 15 Untitled Works in Concrete. Installed in a field on the property of the Chinati
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Foundation in Marfa, Texas, the installation was fifteen freestanding concrete boxes, measuring
2.5 x 2.5 x 5 meters, assembled in groups and slightly varied in orientation in the landscape and
in which sides of the structures are open and closed.135 Judd also made a series of polished
galvanized iron boxes of equal size, stacked vertically, such as Untitled (Stack) (1967; Museum
of Modern Art, New York).136 Despite using materials similar to Judd’s, Clancy’s work does not
contain uniform abstract geometric structures nor does it does depend on the repetition of form:
Clancy stated, “I was not interested in mass-producing things. Repeating comments doesn’t seem
particularly important or constructive, whereas the opportunity to make a comment is
valuable.”137
In comparison to Richard Serra’s work, Clancy’s work is not monumental. Unlike Serra’s
colossal Corten steel sculptures, Clancy’s sculptures were not weighted, nor were they meant to
be permanently installed in a single site. For example, Serra’s Tilted Arc was a large-scale
outdoor public sculpture installed in 1981 in New York’s Federal Plaza. (The work was removed
from the space in 1989.) The slight arc measured twelve feet high and one hundred and twenty
feet long and leaned slightly to one side in space.138 It had a monumental quality that interrupted
the passage through the square and reoriented the movement and order in the space. Given the
poetic and temporal aspect of Clancy’s work, it seems inconceivable that he would make a
sculpture like Serra’s. In fact, the nature of Clancy’s work in comparison to Serra’s suggests that
the former is antimonumental.
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In relation to sculptors of the 1960s and early 1970s, Clancy and his practice may be
most aligned with Ronald Bladen (1918–1988) because of their shared interest in structural
engineering. Bladen, like Clancy, was able to calculate how to use the forces of weight, friction,
and gravity and brought them to bear in large sculptures.139 Bladen had a thorough understanding
of and was captivated by buildings and bridges. Both artists seemed to be aware of then-current
concepts about complex relationships between mass and space. As Robert Mattison explains,
“The dynamic space realized by Bladen’s sculptures is germane to his age. During his lifetime,
the physical relationship between objects and space was influenced by the space race, discoveries
in quantum physics and astrophysics, electronic technology, and new engineering and
architectural discoveries. Objects were no longer seen as fixed and separate, and environments
were not viewed as static enclosure.”140
Though visually Bladen’s and Clancy’s sculptures look nothing alike, both artists found a
sense of completeness and satisfaction in presenting a single work in an exhibition space and
emphasized the importance of the viewer’s movement around the sculpture. A single work by
Bladen or Clancy would be refined over months of conceptualization and execution. Clancy
often made little devices for his works, such as Place, to ensure that every element of the
structure was applied and positioned at the right angle. He made more devices than drawings and
claimed that “the theory was clear in my mind. It wasn’t something that had to be defined.”141
Similarly, Bladen made wood prototypes and midsize sculptures to explore the ideas for a
sculpture which he had conceived of entirely in his mind’s eye.142 For example, for Coltrane

139

Fifteen years Clancy’s senior, Ronald Bladen taught as a guest lecturer at Columbia University from 1974 to
1976. He also participated in several outdoor competitions and commissions.
140
Robert Mattison, “How Do You Make the Inside the Outside?: The Seminal Sculptures, 1966–72” in Ronald
Bladen: Sculpture (New York: Estate of Ronald Bladen; Abbeville Press, 2019), 14.
141
Tom Clancy, in conversation with the author, in the artist’s loft in Tribeca, June 13, 2018.
142
Mattison, “How Do You Make the Inside the Outside?,” 101.

46

(Figs. 24, 25) Bladen made a unique small-scale structural model out of wood and nails before
rendering a wood prototype that was exhibited as part of the 1970 group exhibition American
Sculpture at the Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery, University of Nebraska in Lincoln.143
While the two artists may also share similar interests and assume similar ways of
thinking, Clancy is distinct because his sculptures refuted the monumental aspect of actual
objects. Considered by many to have been the artistic forerunner of minimalist works by Donald
Judd and Sol LeWitt, Bladen’s large-scale monochromatic dynamic sculptures employed gravity
as a force and were rendered in simple geometric forms. These sculptures were arguably
associated with minimalism, an art movement that permeated the United States and even Europe
in the 1960s. Mattison suggests, and others have agreed, that Bladen rejected the pragmatic
materiality and coolness of minimalist art, proposing that the “visual drama of Bladen’s sculpture
also comes from highlighting, reorienting, and challenging the viewer’s understanding of the
physical forces that surround him/her.”144 One of Bladen’s groundbreaking colossal sculptures,
Three Elements (Fig. 26), was included in the historic minimalist exhibition Primary Structures
at the Jewish Museum in 1966. The wood prototype on view comprised three symmetrical
slabs—measuring nine feet, four inches tall, forty-eight inches wide, and twenty-one inches deep
and standing equally spaced from one another at sixty-five-degree angles—was regarded as the
most significant work in the exhibition. Lucy Lippard likened Ronald Bladen to his friend Robert
Grosvenor in her essay “10 Structurists in 20 Paragraphs,” published in the catalogue for the
1968 group exhibition Minimal Art at the Gemeentemuseum in the Hague, Netherlands, which
also traveled to Städtische Kunsthalle und Kunstverein für die Reinlande und Westfalen in
Düsseldorf, Germany, and Akademie der Künste in Berlin and featured works by Carl Andre,
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Ronald Bladen, Dan Flavin, Robert Grosvenor, Donald Judd, Sol LeWitt, Robert Morris, Tony
Smith, Robert Smithson, and Michael Steiner.145 She explained that Grosvenor thinks of his art
as “ideas which operate in the space between floor and ceiling,” concluding, “A distinction could
be made between structures that occupy space (Judd, Morris, Smithson), [and] those that conquer
space aggressively (Bladen, Smith, Grosvenor).146 Clancy’s structures were the opposite of
works that dominate space; instead, he cautiously made work, such as Winter, that would not
interfere with the natural landscape. His works were to be viewed and understood as fragments
of what already exists, neither occupying or aggressively conquering space.
By the late 1960s and into the 1970s, many New York sculptors began to depart from
minimalism and explore what was to be classified Process art. A subset of postminimalism that
was coined by that art historian and critic Robert Pincus-Witten, process artists/postminimalists
made explicit the physical processes involved in realizing their works, which were constructed
with unconventional materials, such as felt, latex, hay, ice, and air. As such, these artists shared
an interest in resisting the authority of a single art object.147 Process art was often associated with
environmental art because it took the form of installation, incorporated processes of nature, and
often reflected social concerns. The works together suggested a lack of permanence.
While Clancy did not align himself with Process art, his sculptural work of the same
period and use of ice as early as 1972, also represents the shifting ideas of the 1960s and early
1970s articulated by Rafael Ferrer, Richard Serra, Eva Hesse, and Robert Morris. In 1969, the
Whitney Museum of American Art hosted a group exhibition Anti-illusion: Procedures/
Materials, focusing on process art. Curated by Marcia Tucker and James Monte, the exhibition

145

Lucy Lippard, as quoted in Mattison, “How Do You Make the Inside the Outside?,” 49–50.
Ibid.
147
Robert Pincus-Witten, “Rafael Ferrer: El Museo del Barrio, New York,” Artforum.com (September 2010),
https://www.artforum.com/print/reviews/201007/rafael-ferrer-26170.
146

48

included sculpture, painting, film, music, and extended time pieces by Lynda Benglis, Rafael
Ferrer, Philip Glass, Eva Hesse, Robert Morris, Robert Ryman, and Richard Serra, among others.
In the catalogue, James Conte notes, “These artists cared about a set of ideas which included
responses to materials, time and creative acts which absolved them from other more traditional
responses to their work.”148 At the entrance to the Marcel Breuer building, Ferrer installed
massive blocks of ice that visitors would have to walk around then step through piles of leaves
that he had gathered and placed throughout the space (Fig. 27).149 While the show received
mixed reviews, the installation of ice at the Whitney Museum of American Art and again in 1970
in 50 Cakes of Ice in the sculpture garden at the Museum of Modern Art was what Ferrer became
most known for in the 1960s and 1970s, emphatically underlining the changing ideas that
animated much of the art in New York at the time.
Born in Puerto Rico in 1933, the same year as Clancy, Ferrer finally had a major solo
museum exhibition, 2010’s Retro/Active: The Work of Rafael Ferrer, when he was seventyseven years old at El Museo del Barrio in New York.150 In a review of the show, Robert Pincus
Witten comments on the artist’s work from the 1960s:
“Ferrer had discovered his universe: eccentric, signaturized substances responsive to the
force of gravity, which he used to create environmental works indifferent to the conventional
formats of painting or sculpture, installations whose dematerializing properties paralleled the
anti-form, process, and scatter art of Richard Serra, but one of many models that also includes
the seismic cocooned universes of Eva Hesse, not to mention Morris’s own tumbled felt
strategies.”151
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Ferrer stated in 1971 that “the energy that makes me live the way I live and choose the things I
choose in life is the same energy that makes me decide what I want to do in art,” evincing a way
of life that intertwined with his art practice, similar to Clancy’s ethos.152
Between 1970 and 1979 there was a rise of site-specific work that, as Hal Foster has
observed, “opened a logical field between modernist sculpture and conceptual art.”153 The sitespecificity and choice of materials helped mark this moment in history. Some artists began using
ice as a material to suggest temporality and ephemerality while also inevitably lacking
permanence. Clancy first integrated ice into his art practice in 1972 when he made Backyard in a
rundown garden of a building acquired by Maryland Institute in Baltimore.154 Backyard
comprised two tons pea-size anthracite coal that covered the entire central area of the twenty by
sixty-foot yard. Seventy-two three-hundred-pound blocks of ice were assembled in a large
rectangle measuring twelve by thirty-six feet, stacked two blocks high, over the coal. Clancy
then placed six dozen lemons on the ice. As the ice melted over time, the lemons dispersed in the
yard.155 The use of ice in Backyard referenced time and season’s passing. He used ice as a
material again in Memoriam (1980) and Sparrow (1987), and Ferrer enacted it in his installation
at the entrance of the Whitney in 1969. Probably the most famous of these artists is David
Hammons’s Bliz-aard Ball Sale I (1983; Fig. 28). While Hammons’s work also highlights the
temporal nature of the material, his sculpture offers a more direct critique of the commercial art
world. Well documented by the photographer Dawoud Bey, Hammons’s street action and
performance comprised snowballs of various sizes neatly arranged on the street outside of the
Cooper Union in the East Village. Each of the snowballs were for sale and apparently, sold out.
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The documentation of Bliz-aard Ball Sale I has become some of the most iconic, widely
circulated images of Hammons’s oeuvre, speaking to the ambiguous connection of the artists’
work to the art world. Bey states, “In David’s case, it’s because there was, for the sake of the
work, an understanding that you don’t explain it. There were no news releases. No yakety-yak.
No theorizing. What happened before, where those snowballs came from—between David and I
there’s always been an agreement: don’t talk about it. That’s part of the aura of the work.”156
Often described as elusive, Hammons’s “installations and performances tend to be ephemeral in
the extreme,” according to the art critic Peter Schjeldahl.157
Hammons had a strong presence in the scene at Just above Midtown (JAM), a gallery that
was formed in the 1970s. Defying art world protocols and seemingly selective in the venues in
which he shows and in how his work is exhibited, Hammons “resisted engaging in the art world
machinery, becoming something of a benevolent ghost. That gave his work the cast of the
shamanic, even if it’s real power was in the space between what was and wasn’t visible,” per the
writer Max Lakin.158 In discussing Hammons as “of a moment” Bey states, “You can’t peer into
the future. All you can do is make the work in the circumstances you had. . . . It was about doing
something meaningful at that moment, for the people who would be encountering it.”159 There
was something poetic in the way both Hammons and Clancy introduced ice as material in their
sculptural works and installations.
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PEDAGOGY
While Clancy dedicated most of his time to his studio practice and his family, he also held
numerous teaching positions at art schools between 1965 and 1980. Beginning in 1965, Clancy
taught at the School of Visual Art in New York, followed by Rinehart Post-Graduate School of
Sculpture at the Maryland Institute College of Art in Baltimore, Ridgewood School of Art in
New Jersey, and Columbia University in New York.160 Instead of projecting his own ideas,
theories, and art practice onto his students, Clancy provided guidance by exposing his students to
high volume of artists working in New York at the time, in effort to expand his student’s
perspectives on the field of sculpture.
Clancy’s goal of providing exposure to a range of artists was highlighted in a course
description found in his archive. Between 1973-1974, Clancy taught a Fine Art Seminar, which
aimed, “To expose advanced students to a wide spectrum of contemporary art in New York art
galleries and studios, discussing the work in terms of the present art context, esthetic viewpoint
and the materials and techniques employed. The main intent is to broaden the students
understanding of the ‘language’ rather than to impose qualitative judgements.”161 His teaching
approach and idea of how students should look at art is similar to his framework discussed earlier
of how he intends viewers to understand and interact with his sculptures, by expecting the viewer
to question, “What is the material? What is the form? When was it made?” without judgement.
The format of the class was heavily based on in person visits to see art in New York City.
In the course description, Clancy described, “At least half of the sessions will meet in Manhattan
for trips to galleries and studios. Attendance is mandatory and transportation is the student’s
responsibility, i.e. car pools. Other sessions will meet on the school premises. Students will also
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be required to do independent research and to make it available in group discussions. Grading
will be based on the quality of participation in the seminar.162 By participating in courses led by
Clancy, his students, including artist Carrie Golkin, developed a wider perspective on art being
made at the time and were influenced by the main factors––the material, the form, and its
history––in which Clancy encouraged art to be analyzed and created.
Between 1971 and 1972, Clancy was Sculptor-in-Residence at the Rinehart Graduate
School of Sculpture at the Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA) in Baltimore. Rinehart
opened in 1907 and the first master’s degrees of fine arts were awarded in 1956. When Clancy
was the Sculptor-in-Residence, the art historian Dr. Theodore E. Klitzke was vice president of
academic affairs and academic dean. Klitzke played an important role in the development of
MICA in the late 1960s and early 1970s during its transition from an art school to a college.163
Rinehart was only for graduate students, taking a total of approximately sixteen students a year,
almost all of whom received a two-year scholarship.164 Among Clancy’s students at the Rinehart
School of Sculpture were Carrie Golkin and Steve Lemon.165
Carrie Golkin, who is based in New York, was greatly influenced by Clancy. She began
the Master of Fine Arts program at Rinehart in September 1971 and graduated May 25, 1972.166
Golkin remembers Clancy as an involved teacher who was active in helping expose his students
to a downtown art world in New York City that he knew well. During Golkin’s first year at the
school, before Clancy began teaching, she remembers that only one artist came to Maryland as a
visiting artist to see and discuss MFA students’ work. This aspect of the curriculum dramatically
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changed when Clancy arrived as he invited many artists from New York to visit with his
students, including Ronald Bladen, who Golkin has said was one of her heroes, Robert
Grosvenor, and Robert Morris.167 In addition, Clancy took his students to see New York
exhibitions, such as Nancy Grossman’s first solo exhibition at Cordier & Ekstrom Gallery on
Madison Avenue. Golkin reminisces, “Tom really brought the New York experience to people.
He brought with him the spirit of the art community. The good side of the art community. The
artist as a community versus artists as rivals. That was why I came to New York.”168
While Clancy was a practicing artist and his work was included in exhibitions in
Baltimore while he was teaching at the Maryland Institute,169 his students claimed that they were
not familiar with his sculpture. According to Golkin, Clancy did not discuss his own work while
he was teaching. She states, “I want to say I knew little of Tom’s work at the time, which when I
think about it is so odd.” Golkin further describes the 1970s as “a time of hairy-chested
sculptors” and perhaps it was unusual for Clancy, as a white male sculptor, to not refer to his
own work in lectures. While the period of the 1960s through 1980s was marked by artists with
strong, ego-driven personalities, a culture that revolved around Abstract Expressionists and
Minimalists, Clancy did not assert his own ego. Ursula von Rydingsgard, who was a student of
Clancy’s at Columbia University and later became a good friend, emphasizes, “He definitely
didn’t have the ego and he didn’t want it.”170 Instead, Clancy’s teaching method was one of
encouragement and introducing as many new ideas and practices as possible for his students to
consider. He encouraged them to participate individually because “the cumulative effect of our
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universal participation propels and shapes our world.”171 Golkin explains, “But for me Tom was
the perfect choice [as a teacher], because of his interest in the inevitable. You can’t fight nature;
you have to go with it. I didn’t know his work, but I could feel that.”172 Clancy’s influence on
Golkin came from his support and ability to ask the right questions, not from her knowledge of
his sculpture. She recounts that he would say, “Yeah, try it, see what happens. So what if melts
in the rain.”173
Clancy’s guidance as a teacher also impacted Golkin’s approach to materials and nature.
While at Rinehart, Golkin experimented with corrugated cardboard in her work. “When I first
started doing paper, I was folding—I’m laughing because Tom was so much a part of it.”174 She
was interested in cardboard as a common material that was totally accessible to her and explains
that at that time paper seemed a very unlikely and unsuitable material to people because of its
impermanence due to disintegration. Golkin remembers, “One of the most important things that I
learned from Tom—I loved Tom—was his acceptance of age, and change, and the unexpected.
That you could make something to see the unexpected. You might have an idea about what
you’re going to get, but what you get is what it is. I think that was—he was very open.”175
Clancy’s impact in thinking about materials has remained significant to Golkin who has
continued to work with brown recycled packing paper to this day. Her interest in spatial
relationships between objects remains as does her process and technique of creating her works.
She folds and twists paper, her primary material, to form strong structures that she interweaves
into found tree branches. Some of the structures, such as Jumble #3, appear as though they are
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completely caught within the branches and others look as if they are stopped in motion trying to
break free from the branches. The branches themselves, like in Jumble #4, are all precariously
positioned upright on a pedestal made by the artist (Figs. 29, 30). In other works, she mounts the
folded paper to the wall, forming a structure in the shape of shield.176 Reflecting on the evolution
of her practice at Rinehart, she concludes, “When I look back, I’m shocked how much my work
comes from the same place.”177
Overall, Clancy’s impact as a teacher was attributed to his approach of guiding his
students to focus on the materials, form, and historical significance of a wide range of artists
working in New York at the time. One of his main goals was to expose his students to as much
relevant art-making for them to establish and expand their understandings of the field of
sculpture. He also instructed his courses without asserting his own ego. Von Rydingsvard recalls,
“Tom taught in way that had so much clarity and so much of what I would call things that he
truly believed in. They weren’t things that were stylish at the time or under the notion that we
have to do things that involve what is happening with the politics in this country. He would never
try to sell any angle. He was really clean, and clear, and earnest.”178 While not demonstrating his
own art practice and presenting his own sculptural works to his students, Clancy was able to
articulate the ideas about making art that he thought should be considered by practicing artists.
His approach to teaching paralleled his interest and approach to understanding the use and
history of materials, process, and specific sites.
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CONCLUSION
Clancy was a vital part of New York City’s downtown scene in the 1970s, helping build a
community around like-minded artists. For instance, while he was affiliated with the early artists
who made up 55 Mercer’s program, his work remained singular. Clancy intentionally chose not
to participate in the commercial art world. While that side of the art world was accessible to him,
it did not factor into how he wished to construct his practice. He would not compromise his work
to conform to the expectations of the commercial art world. Clancy stated his desire that each
work have singular meaning, which meant creating works that strove to address universal
concerns in a temporal way. In a statement he dictated to me in 2020 as a summation of his ideas
around art, he stated,
“In trying to put the idea of making art into a larger context, we might think of artmaking as beginning at birth, as we enter on stage loudly announcing our arrival asking for a
drink and a loving cuddle. At some point, it may suddenly dawn on us, that we’ve entered life—a
new complex organism requiring innovation and acclimation. The need to involve ourselves
becomes evident and pervasive in this new place and asserts itself routinely throughout life
fueling all our pursuits as well as, perhaps, evolution itself.”179
While aspects of his sculptural work are related to those of his contemporaries, Clancy forged his
own path. Throughout his art practice, Clancy made work that responded to the circumstances of
the sculpture’s placement either indoors or out of doors; the particular use of industrial materials;
and to different scenarios of place and temporality. Beginning with his Corner works of the
1960s, Clancy demonstrated his interest in the assemblage of three-dimensional, architectural
space and in the ways in which space can be enclosed. His works were composed of simple
materials often used in an architectural manner.
Clancy explored the representation of architectural forms in his three sculptures––Land,
Leaves, and Place––made for 55 Mercer between 1979 and 1980. His works shared
179

See Appendix A.

57

compositional aspects with those of his contemporaries, but instead of constructing refined,
uniform geometric volumes like Judd’s “stacks” or colossal, monumental structures like Serra’s
curved steel sculptures, Clancy manipulated concrete and steel to create sculptures that
resembled discarded fragments of architectural structures. Departing from pure geometric forms,
Clancy’s works were marked by the organic inflections he brought to industrial materials. He
assembled different materials to form sculptures that established a sense of place within the
interior of the gallery and conveyed different types of temporality.
The fleeting and ephemeral qualities of time are especially apparent in works that Clancy
presented outdoors. Not only did the artist place these works within nature, but he also
incorporated materials that reacted to the environment and caused the works to change form over
time. For instance, he used oil in Winter and ice in Sparrow. These installations also relied on the
forces of nature, including gravity and weight, and environmental physics. These materials
helped Clancy achieve his desired results and he has often stated how he designed his works to
be left to their own demise.180
Although I knew Clancy before beginning this project, I discovered, over the duration of
my conversations and research, conducted from 2018 to 2021, the great degree to which he has
been an artist of his time and place: New York City, downtown during the late 1960s through the
early 1980s. While some of Clancy’s sculptures are permanently installed in public institutions
or are located in the artist’s studio in Brooklyn, most of Clancy’s work has only survived through
documentation. Clancy, as a figure who has been largely absent from canonical histories of New
York sculpture, is an artist whose contributions can reshape part of the history of sculpture in the
late twentieth century. While the impermanence of Clancy’s work may have attracted little
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critical attention at the time because of its fleeting or ephemeral qualities, the issues that these
qualities suggest, such as geopolitical and environmental concerns, are pertinent now.
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APPENDIX A
Between March 2019 and March 2020, Clancy dictated the following artist statement to me in
his loft on Leonard Street in Tribeca, New York. I transcribed his words into a two-paged,
unpublished document that exists in the artist’s archive in New York.
In trying to put the idea of making art into a larger context, we might think of it as beginning at
birth. As we enter on stage loudly announcing our arrival asking for a drink and a loving cuddle.
At some point, it may suddenly dawn on us, that we’ve entered life in a new complex organism
requiring innovation and acclimation. The need to involve ourselves becomes evident and
pervasive in this new place and asserts itself routinely throughout life fueling all our pursuits as
well as, perhaps, evolution itself.
Art is a part of everyday life for all of us, and the differences among us are largely a matter
of modes, materials, and methods. The graffiti artist, the opera singer, the street dancer, the
architect, the ad writer, the preacher, the philosopher, the scientist, poets and politicians, are each
participating. I’m not asserting that each is equally important to each of us, but rather that the
energy they feed on is from the same source. Clearly some forms of expression rely on generations
of development, memory, and special skills, while others may be demonstrably improvisational or
even trivial.
The cumulative effect of our universal participation propels and shapes our world.
More specifically, with regard to my own involvement, I’m just trying to grasp and present aspects
of what I experience as pertinent to the time we live in, in ways that for me sometimes resemble
equations. I try to keep the factors minimal, while some references may be more broadly inclusive.
I thought of each of my works to have singular meaning. I was not interested in mass-producing
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things. Repeating comments doesn’t seem particularly important or constructive, whereas the
opportunity to make a comment is valuable. All actual or perceived environmental elements should
be assumed to be part of the poem. —Tom Clancy
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Illustrations
*All images of Clancy’s sculptural works were examined in the artist’s archive, located in his
loft in Tribeca.

Fig. 1. Photos from artist’s archive including, room in the air force (top right), opening at French
& Company, New York (bottom right), Libya Clancy under the Gold Corner (bottom left).
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Fig. 2. Tom Clancy, Movie, 1960

Fig. 3. Tom Clancy, Blue Corner, 1968

66

Fig. 4. Tom Clancy, Gold Corner, 1969
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Fig. 5a. Floorplan of 55 Mercer

Fig. 5b. 55 Mercer Gallery on cover of 12-year
anniversary newsletter
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Fig. 6. Tom Clancy, Land, 1979 at 55 Mercer, New York
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Fig. 7. Tom Clancy, Leaves, 1980 at 55 Mercer, New York
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Fig. 8a. Tom Clancy, Place, 1980 at 55 Mercer, New York

Fig. 8b.
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Fig. 9. Tom Clancy, Winter, 1979 at Hudson River Museum, Yonkers, New York

Fig. 10. Tom Clancy, Winter, 1979 at Hudson River Museum, Yonkers, New York
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Fig. 11. Installation view of Tom Clancy’s Winter, 1979 at Hudson River Museum, Yonkers,
New York

Fig. 12. Installation view of Tom Clancy’s Winter, 1979 at Hudson River Museum, Yonkers,
New York
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Fig. 13. Installation view of Tom Clancy’s Winter, 1979 at Hudson River Museum, Yonkers,
New York

Fig. 14. Installation view of Tom Clancy’s Winter, 1979 at Hudson River Museum, Yonkers,
New York
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Fig. 15. Tom Clancy, Monarch, 1986

75

Fig. 16. Map for 1987 Artists Choose Artists, Socrates Sculpture Park, Long Island City, New
York
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Fig. 17. Installation view of Tom Clancy’s Sparrow, Socrates Sculpture Park, 1987

Fig. 18. Installation view of Tom Clancy’s Sparrow, Socrates Sculpture Park, 1987
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Fig. 19. Installation view of Tom Clancy’s Sparrow, Socrates Sculpture Park, 1987

Fig. 20. Installation view of Tom Clancy’s Sparrow, Socrates Sculpture Park, 1987

78

Fig. 20a. Tom Clancy, Sparrow, 1987

Fig. 20b. Tom Clancy, Sparrow, 1987

79

Fig. 20c. Tom Clancy, Sparrow, 1987 [Clancy on right]
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Fig. 21a. Tom Clancy, Sparrow, 1987
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Fig. 21b. Tom Clancy, Sparrow, 1987

Fig. 22. Tom Clancy, Sparrow, 1987 (detail)
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Fig. 23. Tom Clancy, Sparrow, 1987
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Fig. 24. Structural Model for Ronald Bladen’s Coltrane, 1970. Wood and nail construction, 30 x
17 ½ x 17 ½ inches. Unique lifetime model. Courtesy of The Estate of Ronald Bladen, LLC

Fig. 25. Ronald Bladen, Coltrane, 1970. Wood prototype painted black, 30 x 16 x 16 ¾ feet.
Photograph courtesy of The Estate of Ronald Bladen, LLC
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Fig. 26. Ronald Bladen, Three Elements, 1965

Fig. 27. Rafael Ferrer in exterior installation, Anti-Illusion: Procedures/Materials, Whitney
Museum of American Art, New York, 1969. Courtesy the artist
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Fig. 28. Bliz-aard Ball Sale I (1983), a street action or performance by David Hammons that was
captured on camera by Dawoud Bey. Courtesy Dawoud Bey, Stephen Daiter Gallery and Rena
Bransten Gallery
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Fig. 29. Carrie Golkin, Jumble #4, 2021

Fig. 30. Carrie Golkin, Jumble #3, 2020-2021
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